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III.  The Principle.

The theory of the betterment charge or assessment ac-
cording to benefits is very simple. It rests upon the almost
axiomatic principle that if the government by some positive
action confers upon an individual a particular measurable
advantage, it is only fair to the community that he should
pay for it. The facts may be in question, for it may happen
that the particular advantage is only ostensible, or that the
special benefit is not measurable. But the facts being given,
the principle seems self-evident.

In our discussion of the single tax, it was pointed out
that there is a distinction between unearned increment
in general and the betterment principle in particular. The
single tax on land values was found to be inequitable because
benefit is not the general principle of taxation, and because,
even if it were, it would not mean a single tax. The benefits
of general governmental action are quantitatively immeas-
urable ; we do not by paying taxes purchase a definite amount
of advantages from the government as we buy a certain
quantity of tea from the grocer. But if the government
performs some special service for us, there is no reason
why the public at large should pay for it: to the extent
that the community as a whole is interested in the service,
it is proper that it should contribute to the expense. If
it is wholly a matter of common interest, the community
should pay all; if it is wholly a matter of individual benefit,
the individual should pay all; if it is partly common
and partly individual, the cost should be divided and the
individual should pay up to the amount of his measurable
special benefit. In the one case, the expense is met by
a tax or rate; in the second, by a fee or toll, or by a
special assessment or betterment charge; in the third, by a
combination of both methods. To object to a betterment

that American judges allow special assessments for benefit with reluctance
(p. 100). On p. 80 we find the same confusion as that alluded to above in
the later work. Most of the objections in this later book are too frivolous
to deserve any reply.